1 For an introduction to artificial companions see Yorick Wilks (2005) , "Artificial companions", Interdisciplinary Science Reviews, 30, 145-152 and Yorick Wilks (2006) Suppose one may solve the previous questions to one's satisfaction. It is often said that artificial companions will help the disadvantaged. This is true, but a proviso is in order in the case of elderly users. Technology, demography and IT-skills follow converging lines of development. Future generations will be used to interact with digital artefacts in a way that we can only partly appreciate. To them, it will be natural and unproblematic to be in touch with artificial agents and to be related to the world through them. The more the threshold between online (or life-on-line) and "onlife" (or life-offline) becomes blurred, the easier it will be to accept and be able to socialise with and through synthetic, hybrid, artificial companions. technologies, but that they may no longer be able to, more in the way in which one may still be perfectly able to read, but no longer without glasses. Today, "sixty-seven percent of American heads of households play computer and video games" and "the average game player is 33 years old and has been playing games for 12 years" 8 . When they retire, they will not need to be explained what a computerised agent is, or how to use a mouse. But they will definitely enjoy the help of a personal assistant, a facilitator understood as an interface to the rest of the infosphere. In this sense, the evolution of artificial companions might be moving in the direction of specialised computer-agents for intelligence-non-intensive (aka stupid), informational tasks. Like avatars, they may more likely be means to tele-socialise with other human agents, rather than social agents in themselves.
The last point raises a further consideration. It seems that the population of ACs will be growing and evolve in the future and, as in the case of vehicles, one may expect robust trends in specialization. Today, we see and plan ACs as:
1. social workers, which may cope with human loneliness, social needs and the desire for emotional bonds and interactions, not unlike pets; ACs might easily become embedded in future technological artefacts engineered for mobility, as prosthetic memory agents for those with memory dysfunctions. As for the new generations of students, the more memories are exogenous rather than endogenous, the more the educational system will have to provide individuals with the sort of skills required to access and give sense to information. Languages (not only natural, but also mathematical and artificial) and culture (not mere facts, but an open-ended appreciation and understanding of human developments and achievements) will be crucial.
Regarding (3), creating ACs as artificially-living diaries will pose interesting challenges. Let us not forget that, short of the real thing, an ever-lasting memory is the second best choice to reach immortality. The accumulation of memory has been, for a long time, a crucial but friction-full business. Never before has the creation, reproduction, management and destruction of documents been just a click away and so cheap, in terms of computational and recording resources. This trend will only increase once ACs, as memory stewards, will become available. What to record, the safety and editing of what is recorded, the availability and accessibility of the information, its longevity and future consumption and "re-playing", the impact that all this will have on the construction of individuals', groups' and social identities and on the narratives that make up people's own past and roots, these are all issues that will require very careful handling, not only technically, but also ethically. For example, who will be the new, professional memory workers? In the past, the definition of a famous person could be 10 Source: http://www.motability.co.uk/Templates/Internal.asp?nodeid=89861 provided in terms of someone whose memories were recorded and managed by professional memory workers, being these artists (poets, sculptors, painters, musicians, architects and so forth), chroniclers, historians or journalists. Nowadays, we are all famous and a little bit less mortal insofar as we succeed in being our own memory keepers. However, in the same way as the commodification of cameras has not made the profession of photographer disappear, but it has reshaped its nature and our understanding of it, will AC also cause a comparable transformation? Are we going to The informational turn may be described as the fourth step in the process of dislocation and reassessment of humanity's fundamental nature and role in the universe.
We are not immobile, at the centre of the universe (Copernican revolution), we are not unnaturally separate and diverse from the rest of the animal kingdom (Darwinian revolution), and we are very far from being Cartesianly transparent to ourselves (Freudian revolution). We do not know if we are the only intelligent form of life. But we are now slowly accepting the idea that we might be informational entities and agents among many others, and not so dramatically different from smart, engineered artefacts.
When ACs will be commodities, people will accept this conceptual revolution with much less reluctance. It seems that, in view of this important change in our selfunderstanding and of the sort of IT-mediated interactions that we will increasingly enjoy with other agents, whether biological or artificial, the best way of tackling the previous questions may be from an environmental approach, one which does not privilege the natural or untouched, but treats as authentic and genuine all forms of existence and behaviour, even those based on artificial, synthetic or engineered artefacts. Beatrice would not have understood "an artificial companion" as an answer to her question. Yet future generations will find it unproblematic. It seems that it is going to be our task to make sure that the transition from her question to their answer will be as ethically smooth as possible.
